How large are the productivity losses in contemporary patients with RA, and how soon in relation to diagnosis do they develop?
To estimate the sick leave and disability pension trajectory in patients diagnosed with early rheumatoid arthritis (RA) 1999-2007, and in prevalent patients in 2007. Individuals aged 19-59 years diagnosed with early RA were identified in the Swedish Rheumatology Quality Register (1999-2007; n=3029; 47 years; 73% women). Additionally, prevalent patients in 2007 were identified in the National Patient Register (n=25,922; 52 years; 73% women). For each patient, five age-, sex-, education- and county-matched general population comparators were sampled. Sick leave and disability pension days were retrieved from national registers. Sick leave and disability pension increased from a mean 43 to 77 days/year from 2 to 1 years before RA diagnosis. A further increase to 147 days/year was observed the next year, followed by a rebound to 116 days/year 4 years after diagnosis. During the 4 years following diagnosis, sick leave decreased from a mean 118 to 35 and disability pension increased from 29 to 81 days/year. In the prevalent RA population, patients had a mean 158 annual days of sick leave and disability pension compared to 71 in comparators. Large variations existed across age, sex and education level, but RA patients had consistently higher levels. In 2007, the costs associated with sick leave and disability pension were €16,000 per patient with €9,000 attributable to RA. Despite better drugs and improved treatment strategies, data from contemporary patients with early and established RA continue to indicate large unmet needs.